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The Nicaraguan Democratic Struggle:

Our Unfinished Revolution

By Alfonso Robelo

It is very gratifying to me, a

Nicaraguan social democrat, to be able to

speak this morning on the platform of the

Social Democrats, USA. It is good to be

reminded that there are places where the

authentic spirit of the democratic Left

not only endures, but flourishes: places

where to be a revolutionary still means to

be a fighter for human freedom, and

where the terms "comrade" and

"companero" are not just a designation for

the aspiring functionaries of a police

state.

My experience over the past five

years has taught me how rare and valuable

a thing the quality of true "solidarity" has

become. Many of those — in this country

and elsewhere — who had nothing but

praise for me and my friends when we
fought for the overthrow of the Somoza
dynasty now scorn us when we insist that

the struggle for democracy in Nicaragua

still continues. Not so the Social

Democrats, USA.

It is also important to rebuild an
understanding throughout our hemisphere
that social democracy is alive and well

both in the United States and in Central
America. The truth, as I have constantly

tried to explain to visitors from the

United States (at least those who care to

listen) is that Central America is by no
means a region where politics is divided

simply between the members of decadent
oligarchies and the ruthless proteges of

Fidel Castro. Over the past generation,
Central American society has been
transformed. There is, in every country, a
growing, educated, moderate middle
class. There are energetic and in-

creasingly skilled workers. There are
campesinos who are eager for the peace
and stability that will enable them to reap
the harvest of agricultural modernization.

Yes, many of these people are revo-

lutionaries — but the revolution they want
is the revolution of democracy. The
revolution they want is one that will

enable them to take their rightful place

among the stable, prosperous and free

societies of the Western world. Right-

wing tyrants and Castroite fanatics are

not the appropriate political leaders of

Central America — social democracy is a

far more natural expression of our

societies as they are today. But memories
and prejudices still endure, in the U.S. and
in Western Europe, which blind many to

this truth.

But we Central Americans ourselves

have no reason to be self-righteous. Too
often we have our own prejudices about
the United States. Too many in our

political affairs suffer under the

impression that the United States of today

fits the cartoon image of capitalism and
imperialism popularized a generation and

more ago. We are only beginning to really

understand how much more there is to

your country than the United Fruit

Company and the U.S. Marines.

Ironically, it took Fidel Castro to

teach us how to build bridges to American
liberalism. But Castro and his allies have
betrayed the liberalism of the United

States. Now those of us of the democratic
Left must work doubly hard to rebuild

close relations with trade unionists,

Democrats and genuine liberals in your

country. That, in fact, is what brings me
to your convention today.

Let me begin with an idea that is

somewhat speculative. I am convinced
that there is a great new development
underway in world politics, and that we
Nicaraguans have been chosen by fate or

some greater Providence to play a signifi-



cant role in it. I am speaking of the
growing willingness of peoples who are
being brought under the heel of communist
totalitarianism to resist — even when
resistance may require them to resort to

armed struggle.

No longer do we hear news of
rebellion and insurrection only from the
capitals of old-fashioned despotisms and
military regimes. Some of the most
intense liberation struggles being fought
today are struggles against dictatorships

of the extreme Left, dictatorships which
owe their existence in great measure to

the patronage of the Soviet Union. There
is the remarkable heroism of Afghanistan's

mujahidin. There is the tenacious struggle

of the Cambodian resistance movement,
which has endured both the brutalities of

the Pol Pot regime and the occupation of
a merciless Vietnamese Army. There are
the anti-Marxist rebels in Angola and anti-
Soviet rebels in Eritrea. And, of course,
there is the movement in our own hemis-
phere in which I am honored to take part
— the Nicaraguan democratic resistance.

All these movements — and, in its

own way, the non-violent Polish freedom
movement, Solidarity — represent a new
development in international politics. It is

a new phase in the great popular surge of
opposition to colonialism and support for

self-determination that began to sweep
the world at the end of the Second World
War. In its first phase, that surge was
naturally enough directed against more
familiar forms of oppression and exploita-
tion: those which rested on the power of
Europe and North America. In its second
phase, this international liberation move-
ment is beginning to struggle with a newer
but in some ways more ruthless and insi-

dious form of oppression: the power of
the Soviet Union and its allies.

In many respects, this development
in world politics represents a perhaps
unexpected response to "the lessons of
Vietnam." One of these lessons is that
Communists are not liberators. In my
country, the Sandinista National "Libera-
tion" Front have repeated that lesson,

becoming the conquerors not the libera-

tors.

Another is that if peoples of smaller
and less developed societies want
freedom, we cannot rely on the great
industrial democracies to grant it or to

secure it for us. We have to gain it for

ourselves.

Another is that if we are deter-
mined, we can win — even the massive
resources of a superpower are limited.

The rise of anti-Communist resis-

tance movements has aroused great inter-
est, of course, here in the United States.

What ten years ago seemed like a massive
storm front of Third World hostility which
was moving against this country with his-

torical inevitability suddenly turns out —
just possibly — to have a silver lining.

Just when you yielded to the idea that the

United States could not be the policeman
of the world — and worried that the Mafia
might take over — some other citizens of
the world have volunteered to help put the

Mafia back in its place. Just when a panic
was developing over the proposition that

the only way to resist Communist expan-
sion involved a great -risk of nuclear war,
some people have come forward with a
low budget, low intensity, and reassuringly
"low tech" alternative.

All this has provoked some creative

thinking and enthusiasm among anti-Com-
munist conservatives in the United States

and the Reagan Administration. Our
friend Charles Krauthammer, writing in

Time magazine (April 1, 1985) even
describes something called "The Reagan
Doctrine." This new strategic concept in

U.S. foreign policy, Krauthammer argues,
justifies U.S. support for "all armed resis-
tance to Communism, whether foreign or

indigenously imposed."

But, as Krauthammer and others
have recognized, there are potential pit-

falls to the so-called Reagan doctrine. I

think that we of the democratic Left must
acknowledge that the new conservatives
of the United States are showing courage

and imagination in exploring this new
response to the post-Vietnam world. But

we also have a great responsibility our-

selves to define and guide the strategy of

democratic resistance to Communist
power.

There is reason to worry that, unless

the democratic Left takes a large role in

it, the anti-Communist resistance could

become no more than that: mere anti-

Communism.

I do not want to quarrel here with

those who make elegant geo-political and
balance-of-power arguments in favor of

containing Communism, nor with those

who have asserted that traditional author-

itarianism is a lesser evil than Communist
totalitarianism. My point is simply this:

mere anti-Communism lacks the moral
energy and popular appeal that is required

of any movement which hopes to with-

stand the force of Communist expansion.

This is something we should all have
learned from the failure of the earlier

Cold War strategy of "containment." The
containment strategy became so broad and
inclusive and even sloppy that it gradually

lost its moral and political foundation.

The United States and other Western
powers came to rely on a patchwork of

sometimes corrupt or repressive regimes
as a bulwark against Communist expan-

sion. Those regimes could not be sus-

tained: Batista, Diem, Salazar, Somoza
and the rest.

Indeed, as my colleague Arturo Cruz
has put it, while authoritarianism may in

some respects be preferable to totalitari-

anism, experience teaches us — especially

us Nicaraguans — that authoritarian dicta-

torships lead to totalitarian systems. It is

worth remembering that, since the end of

World War II, not a single country in which
democracy has had firm roots has fallen

victim to the Communists. Those which
have fallen have been societies where
right-wing or military repression have
stunted political development, breeding

the confusion and rage in which
Communism thrives.

I can understand, of course, that in

some exceptional circumstances the inter-

ests of the United States, as leader of the
free world, may require that you have
relationships with forces which are not
wholly democratic in character. But these
can never be the model. As a rule, if anti-

Communist resistance movements are to

succeed, they must be broadly representa-
tive of the population upon which they
rest. They must insist upon human
rights. They must offer the average
person a vision of the future which can
compete with the false utopianism of the

Marxist-Leninists

.

Second, if these democratic resis-

tance movements are to succeed, they

must be independent and self-governing.

They cannot be agents or proxies of the

United States. They will at certain times
need your advice, your training or your

material assistance. But unless they are

truly indigenous and self-reliant, they can-

not win. And, even if luck should let them
win, they will not be able to govern.

A third and related point: the mili-

tary capability of these movements is not

as important as their political skill and
strength. A band of guerilla fighters oper-

ating where there is an organized political

underground and a sympathetic population
will be far more effective then a column
of armed personnel carriers loaded with

the latest products of Silicon Valley.

The Soviets have long recognized the

proper relation between military power
and other factors. They describe it as

"the correlation of forces." It is most
ironic that the democratic world, where
your domestic political skills are so highly

developed, so often neglects politics and
relies so heavily on military means when
dealing with threats from abroad.

For all these reasons, the effort of

the United States and other world demo-
cracies to assist democratic resistance
movements to Communism is too impor-
tant and too difficult to be left to the

right-wing alone: The Left — the demo-
cratic Left — has an urgent and critical



role to play. There are too many on the

Right who — perhaps because they fear

that their wealth or privilege is unjustified

— are anxious about popular participation

and power in government and society.

They are too often uncomfortable about

labor unions — although in every society, a

democratic labor movement has been the

strongest barrier to Communist subver-

sion. They are leery of land reform —
although small farmers were the basis for

American democracy, and have strength-

ened democracy enormously in such

diverse places as Japan and El Salvador.

They imagine that what we Latin Ameri-

cans call a "mixed economy" is a halfway

house to state socialism — although some

measure of social accountability in

economic affairs has always proved to

give stability to society — even to your

own. And some conservatives have too

fearful an attitude toward issues of

minority rights, or women's concerns, or

the questioning of traditional values —
mistakenly believing that when ordinary

people are free to explore and shape their

own lives, they will quickly slide into

decadence.

We of the democratic Left know

better. We have confidence in the people,

and in the institutions of democratic life.

We can help shape the resistance to Com-
munism into a potent force, a force which

taps the hopes and loyalties of the

people. But, if we are to accomplish this,

we must first engage our own energies —
moral and political — in the resistance

movement.

It is here that so much remains to be

done. The vote last Wednesday in the U.S.

House of Representatives to aid the Nica-

raguan democratic resistance was stronger

then we expected. But I for one was dis-

appointed that so many Democratic Party

leaders whom I admire failed to join in

it. After all;

* It is we who stand for a free trade

union movement in Nicaragua.

* It is we who stand for the rights of

the Miskito Indians and the Creoles on

the Atlantic coast.

* It is we who stand for a free press,

for civil and political rights, for

schools that teach rather than indoc-

trinate, and for religious liberty.

* And it is we who want and deserve

the full support of the liberals of the

United States.

Only when we have bi-partisan,

liberal and conservative support in the

United States can we promise our other

friends and supporters that we will be able

to follow a steady and effective course of

action.

Only when we have broad popular

support in this country and elsewhere can

we consolidate our unity as Nicaraguans.

Then we can achieve far more coordina-

tion and discipline among all the insurgent

forces in Nicaragua's civil war. This will

help us prevent human rights abuses by

individuals in our country who may react

recklessly to the provocations of the

Sandinistas. This will help us achieve the

cohesion we need if we are to actively

pursue a political solution to the conflict,

opening the doors for national reconcilia-

tion.

I want to thank the Social Demo-
crats, USA for the assistance you have

given in seeing that the Nicaraguan

democratic movement has had a hearing

among the member parties of the Socialist

International. We were deeply disap-

pointed that the official observer of the

Socialist International to last November's

so-called elections in Nicaragua, Thorwald

Stoltenberg of the Norwegian Labor Party,

overlooked the grave abuses of democratic

process that occurred. But we were en-

couraged that Venezuela's former Presi-

dent, Carlos Andres Perez, leader of the

most important Latin American Party in

the International, Accion Democratica,

refused to attend Daniel Ortega's inaugu-

ration, on the grounds that his election

had not been properly conducted. Those

so-called elections represented no solution

to the civil war; to the contrary, the

Sandinistas lost a golden opportunity for

national reconciliation and bringing demo-
cracy to my country. We intend to press

for support among all the members of the

Socialist International and we will con-

tinue to ask your help.

I want here and now to ask all

member parties of the Socialist Interna-

tional to take a simple but concrete step:

challenge Daniel Ortega to behave like

Napoleon Duarte. Challange him to sit

down for dialogue with us, his fellow

countrymen — just as President Duarte

has done at La Palma.

Last Wednesday representatives

from principal forces in the Nicaraguan
resistance met in San Salvador, El Salva-

dor, to issue a joint declaration on our

strategy and goals, after the Sandinistas

rejected our last peace initiative. El

Salvador is now well on its way to be-

coming a free country, and to consoli-

dating its newly born democracy. We
were grateful for their hospitality. We
are not free to meet and speak on the soil

of our own people.

In our San Salvador declaration, we
set forth the reasons for our struggle —
but we also set forth the basis for an end

to all fighting in Nicaragua. I plead with

all Social Democrats — and, for that

matter, all liberal Democrats in the

United States — to consider the merits of

this declaration.

We commit our movement — not to

another struggle for factional power — but

to national reconciliation. We promise "to

give priority at all times to a political

solution which will ease the suffering of

our people." Will the Sandinistas do the
same? Willy Brandt, Francois Mitterand,

Tip O'Neill — will you ask the Sandinistas

that question?

We commit our movement to estab-

lish democracy, the rule of law, authentic

political pluralism and "free elections with

the right of participation of all the

political groups without exception." (Yes
— "without exception.") Will the

Sandinistas do the same? And you — Olaf
Palme, Francisco Pena-Gomez, Michael
Barnes — will you ask them too?

We commit our movement to the
proposition that the rights of workers and
campesinos are an essential part of social

peace, and that there will be "equitable

participation in all sectors of civil society,

both in terms of efforts as well as bene-

fits." Will the Sandinistas do as much?
Will they meet with us to discuss such a

simple and basic proposition? Will the

democratic Left — Edward Kennedy,
Felipe Gonzalez, Bettino Craxi — ask

them publicly to do it?

Those Nicaraguans who met last

week in El Salvador to issue this declara-

tion have constituted ourselves as a new
national alliance. We call it UNO — The
Unified Nicaraguan Opposition. One pur-

pose for our meeting was to again set

forth the basis for a political solution to

the civil war now raging in our country.

But another purpose of the meeting was to

create a new political mechanism which
can more effectively carry on our strug-

gle, if the Sandinistas continue to respond
to us with violence and contempt.

We have agreed that this organiza-

tion — composed entirely of civilian

political leaders who participated in the

democratic struggle against the Somoza
dictatorship — will serve as the agency to

"channel the efforts of democratic Nica-

ragua on all the battlefronts." We hope
that all of our critics who think of them-
selves as democrats will take note of this

fundamental new fact of the Nicaraguan

struggle.

To sum up, all in all:

* The Nicaraguan resistance has now
shaped itself into a movement that

clearly merits the support of all

friends of freedom — liberal, social

democratic and conservative.

* We represent the second phase of the

great movement for independence,

national self-determination and uni-



versal human rights that swept the

world earlier in this century. Now we
are beginning to confront the new
imperialism, Communism. We need

your help to overcome it, but only

your help. The main task is ours.

* We especially plead with democrats

on the Left: give us your support.

Without you, our difficulties will be

far greater. And, I might add, if you

do abandon us, your difficulties will

be much greater, too.

1 thank you — for your attention, for

your assistance, and most of all, for

keeping alive the noblest tradition of the

Left — the spirit of democratic solidarity.

ALFONSO ROBELO, President of the
Nicaraguan Democratic Movement (a

social democratic organization) was a
leading figure in the anti-Somoza revolu-
tion and one of the five members of the
original Sandinista Ruling Junta. He
resigned from the junta after nine

months, upon becoming convinced that
the Sandinista Front, one element in the
revolutionary movement, was determined
to exercize all power itself, in a tradi-
tional Marxist-Leninist manner.

Mr. Robelo attempted to organize a non-
violent democratic opposition movement
inside Nicaragua, but soon was forced
into exile by the Sandinistas. He is cur-
rently, with Arturo Cruz and Adolfo
Calero, a leading organizer of the
Unified Nicaraguan Opposition - UNO.
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